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The Second World War was waged on a massive scale, inflicting unprecedented death 
and devastation. Nowhere was this truer than in the Soviet Union, which mobilized the largest 
army, some 34.5 million people, and which, in absolute terms, suffered the highest death toll. 
Scholars estimate that between twenty and twenty-six million Soviet soldiers and civilians 
perished.1 Given the enormous scale of the conflict, which in the Soviet Union and the Russian 
Federation today has been dubbed the Great Patriotic War (Velikaia otechestvennaia voina), 
there has been a persistent hunger for a more personal and granular view of how individuals 
experienced and processed this traumatic ordeal.2 There have been concerted efforts, both state- 
and privately-driven, to uncover and collect individual accounts, especially memoirs, oral 
histories, and diaries, which might shed light on the private, intimate, and everyday aspects of 
life in total war. This effort actually began just a few months after the Soviet Union was invaded 
in 1941. Recognizing the war’s monumental importance, local Communist Party authorities in 
major centers like Leningrad and Moscow started campaigns that encouraged citizens to keep 
diaries of the experience. They later arranged interviews and collected reminiscences when the 
 
1 Recent figures in: SCHECHTER (Brandon): 2019, The Stuff of Soldiers: A History of the Red Army in World War 
II though Objects (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press), 21-22. 
2 Due in part to low literacy rates, there have been far fewer studies of diary writing during the Russian empire’s 
participation in World War I or during Russia’s civil war of 1918-1922. Studies of these conflicts tend to examine 
oral testimonies, songs, memoirs, and letters as well as some diaries. They include: STEINBERG (Mark D.): 2003, 
Voices of Revolution, 1917 (New Haven: Yale University Press); ROSENBERG (William G.): 2014, “Reading 
Soldiers’ Moods: Russian Military Censorship and the Configuration of Feeling in World War I,” American 
Historical Review, 119, 3, pp. 714-740; NOVIKOVA (Liudmila): 2018, An Anti-Bolshevik Alternative: The White 
Movement and the Civil War in the Russian North, Trans. Seth Bernstein (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin 
Press). 
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war ended. The thinking was that such sources would provide crucial data for future scholars 
writing the history of this conflict. However, just as these initiatives gathered steam in the late 
1940s, they were abruptly halted, their collections were shelved, and their organizers were fired 
and sometimes arrested.3 The political danger of preserving alternative interpretations of the 
war’s meaning, which might conflict with the official Soviet war myth, ultimately outweighed 
any historiographical considerations.4 
Since the Soviet collapse, there have been considerable efforts to bring these and other 
personal accounts of WWII to light. Thousands of war diaries and memoirs have been published, 
oral histories conducted, and newly-opened archives mined in what has been called “the source 
revolution” of the 1990s and early 2000s. In this hunt for individual stories, some scholars have 
placed a premium on diaries, assuming they are free from some of the methodological limitations 
posed by memoirs and oral histories. Of course, reminiscences and retrospective interviews are 
subject to the frailty of human memory and the influence of public commemoration and 
collective reinterpretation. But can diaries, especially those written under conditions of total war 
and Stalinism, be considered more accurate, immediate, authentic, and private than other genres? 
What scholarly advantages and drawbacks do they offer? How was diary-writing viewed, 
 
3 Leningrad’s wartime diary-writing initiative is described in: PERI (Alexis): 2017, The War Within: Diaries from 
the Siege of Leningrad (Cambridge: Harvard University Press), pp. 13-14, 245-251; Leningrad’s postwar oral 
history project is analyzed in: ZEMSKOV-ZÜGE (Andrea): 2010, “Remembering the War in Soviet and Post-Soviet 
Russia: Official and Unofficial Practices of Remembering” in JOBS (Sebastian) and LÜDTKE (Alf) eds., Unsettling 
History: Archiving and Narrating in Historiography (Frankfurt: Campus), pp. 199-217.  The Moscow-based 
Commission of the USSR Academy of Sciences on the History of the Great Patriotic War, which recorded some 
4,000 interviews, is discussed in: BUDNITSKII (Oleg): 2018, “A Harvard Project in Reverse: Materials of the 
Commission of the USSR Academy of Sciences on the History of the Great Patriotic War—Publications and 
Interpretations,” Kritika, 19, 1, pp. 175-202. 
4 BUDNITSKII, “A Harvard Project in Reverse;” BOLDOVSKII (Kirill): 2018, Padenie ‘blokadnykh sekretarei:’ 
Partapparat Leningrada do i posle ‘Leningradskogo dela’ (St. Petersburg: Nestor-Istoriia); PERI, The War Within, 
pp. 249-252.  
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culturally and ideologically, in the Soviet Union? To what degree did the war alter existing 
practices of diary writing in the USSR? 
To address these questions, this essay surveys some of the chief historiographical 
approaches to Soviet diaries of the Great Patriotic War, which have emerged in the past two 
decades. It highlights the specific contextual considerations, stumbling blocks, and interpretive 
opportunities that such sources raise. In particular, I highlight the work of Oleg Budnitskii, 
Jochen Hellbeck, and Jeffrey K. Hass as well as my own research, which stands on the shoulders 
of these scholars. By no means is this discussion exhaustive. Indeed, a sizable number of 
researchers in other disciplines, especially literary scholars, have analyzed Soviet wartime 
diaries—particularly those kept by professional writers—and have contributed immeasurably to 
the genre’s theorization.5 Given the limits of my own expertise as a historian and the limited 
space for this discussion, I have confined my remarks to historical and historical-sociological 




5 Literary scholarship on Soviet wartime diaries includes: PAPERNO (Irina): 2009, Stories of the Soviet Experience: 
Memoirs, Diaries, Dreams (Ithaca: Cornell University Press); BARSKOVA (Polina): 2010, “The Spectacle of the 
Besieged City: Repurposing Cultural Memory in Leningrad, 1941–1944,” Slavic Review, 69, 2, pp. 327-355; 
BARSKOVA (Polina) and NICCOLOSI (Riccardo), eds.: 2017, Blokadnye Narrativy: Sbornik statei, (Moscow: 
Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie); SIMMONS (Cynthia)  and PERLINA (Nina): 2002, Writing the Siege of 
Leningrad: Women’s Diaries, Memoirs, and Documentary Prose (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh). Other 
literary studies of the diary, which have fundamentally impacted how historians approach the genre include: 
PAPERNO (Irina): 2004, “What Can be Done with Diaries?,” Russian Review, 63, 4, pp. 561-573; ARONSON 
(Alex), 1991: Studies in Twentieth-Century Diaries: The Concealed Self (Lewinston: The Edwin Mellen Press); 
NUSSBAUM (Felicity A.), 1988: “ Toward Conceptualizing a Diary,” Studies in Autobiography OLNEY (James), 
ed. (New York: Oxford University Press), pp. 128-140; LEJEUNE (Philippe), 1982: “The Autobiographical 
Contract,” French Literary Theory Today: A Reader, TODOROV (Tzvetan) ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press), pp. 192–222; LEJEUNE (Philippe), 2009: On Diary, POPKIN (Jeremy D.) and RAK (Julie), eds. (Honolulu: 
University of Hawai‘i); LEJEUNE (Philippe), 1999: “The Practice of the Private Journal: Chronicle of an 
Investigation (1986–1998),” Marginal Voices, Marginal Forms: Diaries in European Literature and History, 
LANGFORD (Rachel) and WEST (Russell) eds. (Atlanta: Rodopoi); KUHN-OSIUS (K. Eckhard), 1981: “Making 
Loose Ends Meet: Private Journals in the Public Realm,” German Quarterly 54 (1981), pp. 166-176. 
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Diaries of Frontline Intimacy 
Oleg Budnitskii was one of the first historians of the Great Patriotic War to make 
extensive use of Soviet soldiers’ diaries, analyzing them in conjunction and comparison with 
other kinds of sources. Budnitskii has argued that, compared to soldiers’ letters and memoirs or 
to internal surveillance reports (svodki), diaries best capture combatants’ perspectives on 
frontline life, particularly those aspects of it that were taboo. Because the post was highly 
regulated, Red Army men and women wrote their letters “with an eye to the military censor.”6 
Soldiers’ memoirs too “were meticulously unified and levelled after 1945.”7 Meanwhile, svodki 
may have been fabricated or embellished by Soviet officials trying to overfulfill their quotas, 
Budnitskii has cautioned.8 Comparing svodki and diaries, Budnitskii argued: “in the former case, 
we generally find monolithic official language, while in the latter, the peculiarities and 
‘irregularities’ of individual voices are preserved.”9 Based on such comparisons, Budnitskii has 
regularly cast diaries as more “reliable,” “spontaneous,” and “authentic” that other genres.10 He 
has privileged the humble accounts of the rank-and-file and cited their literary simplicity as 
evidence of accuracy or neutrality. “These texts are lapidary, devoid of any stylistic 
extravagances and they accurately reflect the atmosphere [...] of battle,” he has argued.11 
Since the late 2000s, Budnitskii has published several articles that shed light on 
particularly verboten or countervailing themes of frontline experience. These include Soviet 
 
6 BUDNITSKII (Oleg): 2009, “The Intelligentsia meets the Enemy: Educated Soviet Officers in Defeated Germany, 
1945,” trans. by RUPP (Susan), Kritika, 10, 3, p. 631. 
7 BUDNITSKII (Oleg): 2014,  “Jews at War: Diaries from the Front,” trans. by KABANOVA (Dariia) in: Soviet 
Jews in World War II: Fighting, Witnessing, Remembering (Boston: Academic Studies Press), p. 58. 
8 BUDNITSKII, “The Intelligentsia meets the Enemy,” p. 631. 
9 BUDNITSKII (Oleg): 2014, “The Great Patriotic War and Soviet Society: Defeatism, 1941-42,” trans. by 
MORTON (Jason), Kritika, 15, 4, p. 777. 
10 BUDNITSKII, “The Great Patriotic War,” pp. 776-777; BUDNITSKII (Oleg): 2011, “Muzhchiny i zhenshchiny v 
Krasnoi Armii (1941-1945),” Le Cahiers du Monde Russe, 52, 2-3, p. 406. 
11 BUDNITSKII, “Jews at War,” pp. 6, 7.  
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defeatism during the first months of the war, sexual relations—both consensual and coerced—
between men and women in the Red Army, the prevalence of antisemitism in the Soviet military, 
and the massive sexual assaults perpetrated by Soviet troops when they invaded Hungary, 
Austria and Germany at the end of WWII.  Uncovering a wealth of both published and 
unpublished diaries, Budnitskii has made landmark interventions into the prevailing view of the 
Great Patriotic War. 
For instance, based on diary evidence, Budnitskii has demonstrated that the war caused a 
veritable “sexual revolution” in the norms and behaviors of the frontline generation.12 Such 
changes were to be expected during a time when there was a severe shortage of men in the rear 
and of women at the front, but this phenomenon was taboo in postwar memoirs and interviews. 
Female fidelity in particular has been a constant trope of the Great Patriotic War myth.13 Using 
diaries, however, Budnitskii not only recuperated stories of sex at the front, he brought 
complexity and nuance to prevailing views that women at the front were either victims of rape or 
sexually promiscuous. Budnitskii certainly has acknowledged that both of these phenomena 
occurred, especially the sexual exploitation of women. Indeed, he uses diary evidence to show 
how “access to a female body became a currency during the war.”14 However, drawing on 
journals like that of army translator Irina Dunaevskaia, Budnitskii gives insight into the mix of 
emotions and motives that colored many consensual frontline romances, broadening our 
scholarly purview beyond victims and villains. Dunaevskaia was indeed harassed by fellow 
soldiers for sex, but she also experienced subtler pressure for intercourse from close male friends 
 
12 BUDNITSKII, “Muzhchiny i zhenshchiny,” p. 406. The original text is: “сексуальная революция.” 
13 BUDNITSKII, “Muzhchiny i zhenshchiny,” pp. 406, 408, 410. 
14 BUDNITSKII, “Muzhchiny i zhenshchiny,” p. 413. The original text is: “Доступ к женскому телу стал 
‘валютой’ времен войны.” 
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and confidantes about whom she generally cared.  For three years she refused their advances; as 
a widow, she was afraid of loving and then mourning another husband. But her fear of grief was 
matched by equally strong feelings of loneliness and disconnection. In her diary entry for 20 
May 1944, Dunesvskaia wrote of her struggle between dueling emotional impulses:  
 
“I am neither morally nor physically able to bear loneliness anymore – after all, I am  
only human and a woman! Everything is so short-lived in the war that there can be no 
talk of any justified, serious, deep intimacy, since tomorrow there may not be a person 
who is anyway dear today. I already experienced it. […] But even so, it is unbearable. 
Surely I can’t stand it! Surely I will not live to see my dream and, unable to stand it, I will 
give myself in exchange for half-thoughts, half-feelings, half-passion.”15 
 
Within several months of this entry, Dunaevskaia indeed took a chance on love again, legally 
marrying a fellow soldier and beginning a frontline romance with him. However, it seems that 
her fears about “giving herself” without being fully passionate came true, and within two years, 
the couple separated.   
Just as Budnitskii shed light on the emotional complexities of the “sexual revolution” at 
the front, he also  analyzed how Jewish soldiers negotiated aspects of their Jewish and Soviet 
identities.  Using their journals, he reconstructed “the everyday life of a ‘Private Abram,’” “his 
 
15 BUDNITSKII, “Muzhchiny i zhenshchiny,” p. 419. The original text is: “Я ни морально, ни физически не в 
силах больше переносить одиночество. Я ведь человек и женщина! На войне же все так краткосрочно, что 
ни о какой обоснованной, серьёзной, глубокой близости не может быть и речи, так как уже завтра может не 
стать человека, который так или иначе дорог сегодня. Это я уже испытала. […] Но и так тоже невыносимо. 
Неужто я выдержу! Неужто я не доживу до своей мечты и, не выдержав, разменяю себя на полумысли, 
получувства, полустрасти." 
 7 
frame of mind,” and “his feelings.”16 Here again, the diaries document emotional conflict and 
ambivalence. Budnitskii found that many Jewish soldiers expressed an aversion to killing in their 
diaries even as they felt morally justified in taking the lives of Hitler’s troops. They also endured 
anti-Semitic remarks from the same Red-Army commanders who resoundingly condemned the 
Nazis’ annihilation of Jews.17 Budnitskii’s article creates a composite picture of “Private Abram” 
without levelling or homogenizing the individual voices of the diarists. It eschews stereotypes 
and pat social types, just as his piece on frontline sexual relations did. Still, Budnitskii has aimed 
to illuminate soldiers’ experiences that were shared, not just personal and taboo. Thus, one of his 
main reservations about diaries has been the difficulty of generalizing from a small number of 
accounts to collective experience. He himself has questioned whether the diaries he has 
uncovered are “sociologically representative” enough to make claims about troops’ experiences. 
Although he has carefully considered aspects of ethnicity, gender, class, and education to qualify 
any claims he has made about soldiers’ journals, Budnitskii has identified the small size of his 
data set as a persistent and unavoidable shortcoming of his research.18   
Budnitskii’s scholarship has corrected the longstanding misconception that Red Army 
soldiers were prohibited from keeping diaries at the front, an assumption that prevented some 
scholars from searching for such accounts. Although troops occasionally referred to a ban on 
diary writing, citing the security risk if they fell into enemy hands, Budnitskii discovered there 
was “no special order to that effect, and the treatment of those caught keeping a record of the war 
was usually determined on an individual basis.”19 In fact, some soldiers learned how to keep 
 
16 BUDNITSKII, “Jews at War,” p. 58.  
17 BUDNITSKII, “Jews at War,” pp. 72-76. 
18 BUDNITSKII, “Jews at War,” p. 64; BUDNITSKII, “The Great Patriotic War,” p. 778.  
19 BUDNITSKII, “The Great Patriotic War,” pp. 777-778. In his earlier work, Budnitskii upheld the notion that there 
was a ban against soldiers keeping diaries but he later revised this position.   
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diaries from political officers, and they read their journals aloud to comrades and commanders. 
One such diarist, a Sergeant Vladimir Gel’fand, recorded his political officer-turned-writing 
coach’s advice in his journal:  
“He says the diary should be only about what work the company does, about how 
the battles go, about our skillful commanders, and the political instructors’ talks 
with the soldiers, about the Red Army men’s reaction to these talks, etc. This is 
the way I will write from now on.”20 
This notion that a frontline diary should record military engagements, political lessons, and 
collective experiences rather than personal reflections or mundane details—which the political 
officer called “silly things”—stemmed from a widespread Soviet anxiety that diary writing might 
foster unhealthy self-absorption, egoism, or bourgeois individualism. Yet, these “silly” details, 
Budnitskii observed, were often the most interesting parts of the diary.21 Gel’fand’s journal 
underscores how Soviet diaries were seldom considered private but rather accounts that should 
serve a societal good and tell a collective story. I discuss these points in greater detail below. 
Beyond illuminating personal and prohibited aspects of soldiers’ experiences, Budnitskii 
has used troops’ diaries, and the range of views recorded in them, to demonstrate that the Soviet 
rank-and-file were capable “of independent thought, of reflection, and of a critical perspective of 
the reality that surrounded them.” Even under conditions of martial discipline, “Soviet people 
clearly were intellectually much freer, observant, and daring in their conclusions than is 
generally believed. At least some of them were.”22 In this way, Budnitskii has pushed back 
against western, Cold War-era assumptions that Soviet people were either brainwashed 
 
20 BUDNITSKII, “Jews at War,” p. 61. 
21 BUDNITSKII, “Jews at War,” p. 61. 
22 BUDNITSKII, “The Intelligentsia meets the Enemy,” p. 681. 
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automatons blindly obeying the regime or else they were secret dissidents, outwardly conforming 
but privately rejecting Soviet ideology and patriotism. Diaries help expose the folly in both of 
these overly simplistic views of Soviet individuals. The thoughts they recorded were discerning 
and varied. “Soviet society was still not homogenous,” Budnitskii reiterated, even when the Nazi 
invasion led to an upsurge of Soviet patriotism. Just as thousands rushed to enlist, “a significant 
part of it (society) would have been happy to witness the disappearance of the Bolsheviks.”23 
And the diaries of those who were opposed to or ambivalent about Soviet power further 
complicate the triumphant myth of the Great Patriotic War, which casts WWII as a time of 
complete unity, solidarity, patriotism, and willing sacrifice among Soviet citizens, especially Red 
Army soldiers.24 Indeed, one of Budnitskii’s major contributions has been to spotlight diversity 
and discord between the classes, ethnicities, and sexes that comprised the Soviet military. And he 
has relied on diaries to do so. 
In sum, when researching the frontline experience, Budnitskii has favored diaries as a 
preferable alternative to other genres of everyday life because journals shed light on aspects of 
the Great Patriotic War that are less well known or recognized. In this way, he has found diaries 
to be more authentic and accurate than retrospective accounts, which adhere more closely to the 
officially sanctioned and celebrated myth of the war—its Soviet and post-Soviet iterations.   
 
Diaries as Laboratories of the Self 
 
23 BUDNITSKII, “The Great Patriotic War,” p. 768. A different, but related critique of the tendency to import liberal 
assumptions when studying Soviet citizens in: KRYLOVA (Anna): 2000, “The Tenacious Liberal Subject in Soviet 
Studies,” Kritika, 1, 1, pp. 119-146. 
24 Studies of the mythos of the Great Patriotic War and memory include: TUMARKIN (Nina): 2003, “The Great 
Patriotic War as Myth and Memory,” European Review, 11, 4, pp. 595–611; WEINER (Amir): 1996, “The Making 
of a Dominant Myth: The Second World War and the Construction of Political Identities within the Soviet Polity,” 
Russian Review, 55, 4, pp. 638-660; KIRSCHENBAUM (Lisa A.): 2006, The Legacy of the Siege of Leningrad, 
1941-1995: Myths, Memories, and Monuments (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press); LOSKUTOVOI (M.V.), 
ed.: 2006, Pamiat’ o blokade: svidetel’stva ochevidtsev i istoricheskoe soznanie obshchestva (Moscow: Novoe). 
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Budnitskii’s interest in opposing and sometimes oppositional narratives of war 
distinguishes his work from another major scholarly approach, whereby researchers use diaries 
to study how individuals integrated themselves into Soviet society and inscribed their stories into 
that of the Revolution.25 From this perspective, the diary was a tool of self-transformation 
through which Soviet citizens could demonstrate that they had acquired proletarian 
consciousness, internalized socialist values, and fashioned themselves into ideal New Soviet 
People (novye sovetskie liudi). Thus, unlike Budnitskii’s Gel’fand, who tried to focus his account 
on military encounters and collective experiences, these Soviet diarists turned to their journals to 
work on themselves and to purge themselves of bourgeois, egoistic tendencies, expunging them 
onto the page. Coal miner Vladimir Molodtsov, for instance, rebuked himself in his diary when 
his thoughts—even unconscious ones—drifted away from the task of building socialism through 
Stalin’s Five Year Plan and toward personal, psychological reflections. 
“It is interesting how there is a lack of accordance between psychology and ideology. 
Ideologically, I myself mobilized myself [sic] to catch up with the [Five Year] plan, and 
although I am working actively, my psychology still draws me back home, to my hearth. 
This is evidenced by the increasing numbers of dreams over the past two days, in which I 
saw my mother. But ideology will raise psychology, this has to occur.”26 
In this journey of self-transformation, diarists like Molodtsov often reread their previous entries 
to track their progress in the reorientation of their thoughts and identities toward the Soviet 
collective. Playwright Aleksandr Afinogenov, for instance, resolved to flip back through the 
 
25 BUDNITSKII, “The Great Patriotic War,” pp. 775-776. 
26 HELLBECK (Jochen), 2001: “Working, Struggling, Becoming: Stalin-Era Autobiographical Texts,” Russian Review, 
60, 3, p. 352. 
 11 
pages of his journal often, “always LOOKING BACK and EXAMINING MYSELF, NOT 
ALLOWING MYSELF TO BECOME MY FORMER SELF, if even only a tiny bit.”27 What 
Gel’fand, Molodstov, and Afinogenov have in common is the notion that the diary was not a 
place for “silly,” self-absorbed musings but rather a practice that should contribute to the 
betterment of society by replacing individualistic tendencies with a communalist ones.  
 Scholars who approach Soviet diaries as tools of self-transformation have traced the 
phenomenon to the 1920s and 1930s, a time when individual citizens were called to monitor and 
narrate their personal and political growth in autobiographical narratives ranging from memoirs 
and Communist Party applications to confessions and court testimonies.28 This longstanding 
practice became ubiquitous in the Stalin era. The diaries of Molodstov and Afinogenov are just 
two of hundreds of diaries analyzed by the historian Jochen Hellbeck. Hellbeck has centered his 
research more on diaries of the 1930s than on those of WWII, but his methodological approach 
has been so influential, it has shaped how scholars analyze diaries from the Stalin era more 
generally. In the late 1920s, Hellbeck demonstrated, party representatives asked workers building 
the Moscow Metro as well as exemplary laborers (udarniki) from a variety of worksites to keep 
diaries in order to showcase how they had honed their proletarian consciousness through 
discipline and toil. Moreover, they were asked to read excerpts from their journals at union 
meetings or publish them in wall and brigade newspapers, where they could serve as models for 
fellow workers still developing themselves. Here again, diaries were not considered “purely 
private.”29 They served a societal function, and they always had a potential reader—be it a 
 
27 HELLBECK, “Working, Struggling,” p. 354. 
28 HALFIN (Igal): 2003, Terror in My Soul: Communist Autobiographies on Trial (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press). 
29 HELLBECK (Jochen): 2006, Revolution on My Mind: Writing a Diary Under Stalin (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press), pp. 43-44, 48. 
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political officer, a fellow worker, an official reviewing party applications, or a secret police 
agent. During the Great Purges of the 1930s, party and police officials seized diaries and mined 
them for evidence of counter-revolutionary thoughts or deeds. These agents also treated diaries 
as windows onto the interior self, whereby they could access and assess the writer’s subjectivity 
(or inner sense of self).  
Most scholars agree that the practice of diary writing was critical to the Soviet regime’s 
project to mold and perfect its citizens. However, many disagree over whether the journals 
capture genuine efforts at self-transformation or if they should be treated as politically expedient 
performances of Sovietization. Historians Igal Halfin, Jochen Hellbeck, and Oleg Kharkhordin 
have argued the former position. Diaries, they suggest, demonstrate that Soviet citizens had a 
distinct self-concept predicated on the fusion of their individual selves with the collective; to 
keep a diary was to write oneself “into the social and political order.” In this respect, they argue, 
Soviet subjectivity differed from liberal, western subjectivity, which centered on the pursuit of 
individual privacy and autonomy.30 By contrast, other historians like Shelia Fitzpatrick and 
Golfo Alexopoulos have argued that Soviet diaries should be read as displays of a “useable self” 
crafted for the purpose of social or political advancement.31 Undoubtedly, citizens had to learn to 
“speak Bolshevik” in order to thrive in Stalinist society. The debate has been over whether these 
 
30 HELLBECK, Revolution on My Mind, 3-4; HALFIN, Terror in My Soul; KHARKHORDIN (Oleg): 1999, The 
Collective and the Individual in Russia: A Study of Practices (Berkeley: University of California). Anatoly Pinsky 
has investigated Soviet subjectivity in diaries the postwar, Khrushchevian era. See: PINSKY (Anatoly): 2014, “The 
Diaristic Form and Subjectivity under Khrushchev,” Slavic Review, 73, 4, pp. 805-827; PINSKY (Anatoly), ed.: 
2018, Posle Stalina: Pozdnesovetskaia sub’’ektivnost,’ 1953–1985 (St. Petersburg: Izdatel’stvo Evropeiskogo 
universiteta v Sankt-Peterburge).   
31 FITZPATRICK (Shelia): 2005, Tear Off the Masks! Identity and Imposture in Twentieth-Century Russia 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press); ALEXOPOULOS (Golfo): 1998, “Portrait of a Con Artist as a Soviet Man,” 
Slavic Review, 57, 4, pp. 774-790. See: CHATTERJEE (Choi) and PETRONE (Karen): 2008, “Models of Selfhood 
and Subjectivity: The Soviet Case in Historical Perspective,” Slavic Review, 67, 4, pp. 967-986. 
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speech acts indicated actual belief.32 For Jochen Hellbeck, such utterances were constitutive of 
thought and of the self. Diary writing facilitated the internalization of Soviet ideology and 
models of subjectivity. In this way, like Budnitskii, Hellbeck has used diaries to combat the 
application of liberal assumptions to Soviet people by arguing that they conceived of themselves 
in unique terms that were distinct from western culture.   
One area where Budnitskii’s and Hellbeck’s approaches diverge is on the question of 
authenticity. While Budnitskii has argued that frontline diaries were more spontaneously and 
sincerely written than other types of personal accounts, Hellbeck has argued against classifying 
journals as private, accurate, or authentic. These concepts themselves are all historically specific 
and evolving—even for the diarists themselves. The diary form, Hellbeck wrote, has “bedeviled 
literary and historical scholars alike” for its “‘uncertain’ nature between literary and historical 
writing, between fictional and documentary, spontaneous and reflected narrative, has frustrated 
many a literary specialist in search for canonical clarity.”33 Even if diarists intend to pour their 
souls onto the page with the utmost sincerity, this does not mean their narratives do not contain 
stylized, fictionalized, and constructed elements. As such, Hellbeck argues, these texts need to be 
deconstructed rather than taken on face value. And although he has amassed and examined 
hundreds of diaries, Hellbeck’s publications tend to examine a small number of journals in-
depth, each one a unique “laboratory of the self.”34 He has been less concerned about numerical 
generalizability than Budnitskii. 
 
32 HALFIN (Igal) and HELLBECK (Jochen): 1996, “Rethinking the Stalinist Subject: Stephen Kotkin’s ‘Magnetic 
Mountain’ and the State of Soviet Historical Studies,” Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas, 44, 3, pp. 456-463. 
33 HELLBECK (Jochen): 2004, “The Diary between Literature and History: A Historian's Critical Response,” 
Russian Review, 63, 4, p. 621.  
34 This phrase taken from: HELLBECK (Jochen): 1998, “Laboratories of the Soviet Self: Diaries from the Stalin 
Era,” Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University.   
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 While Hellbeck himself has not declared Soviet diaries to be authentic windows onto the 
soul, he has argued that this is how they were perceived in the 1930s and 1940s. And not only 
diaries penned by Soviet citizens. Hellbeck has demonstrated how the Soviet wartime press made 
a concerted effort to publish excerpts of German soldiers’ diaries and letters, which were found 
in the rubble of smoking battlefields like Stalingrad. A leading voice in this campaign was the 
celebrated Soviet writer and war correspondent Il’ia Ehrenburg. Whether in military newspapers 
like Red Star (Krasnaia zvezda) or all-union ones like Pravda and News (Izvestiia), Ehrenburg 
published excerpts from enemy diaries in order to portray Germans as barbaric savages and thus 
to fuel Soviet hatred and bloodthirst. Soviet readers, Hellbeck argued, assumed that diaries were 
spaces for candidly reckoning with one’s failings as part of the ongoing “quest for moral self-
improvement.” So, when they read excerpts of German soldiers’ journals, which described 
committing atrocities “without any moral scrutiny,” Soviet readers took this as evidence that they 
were inhuman monsters unworthy of mercy.35 The diary, they believed, was the key to unlocking 
German souls as well as Soviet ones. In this way, Hellbeck has theorized the Soviet diary and its 
meaning based on the perspectives of both writers and readers. Both assumed “that a diary or 
letter disclosed the moral character of its writer and that the purpose of writing was to further 
moral improvement.”36 
 
Diaries of Social Normativity 
 While Budnitskii examined diaries to bring unknown or unacknowledged aspects of the 
Soviet military experience to light, and Hellbeck has used them to analyze Soviet subjectivity, 
 
35 HELLBECK (Jochen): 2009, “‘The Diaries of Fritzes and the Letters of Gretchens’: Personal Writings from The 
German–Soviet War and Their Readers,” Kritika, 10, 3, pp. 594-595. 
36 HELLBECK, “‘The Diaries of Fritzes and the Letters of Gretchens’,” p. 602.  
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Jeffrey K. Hass has studied diaries to examine the pressures that war put upon social norms and 
behavioral patterns. Hass is a historical sociologist with expertise on political and economic 
sociology as well as on the Soviet period. He has deeply engaged with historiographical research 
and has often collaborated with historian Nikita Lomagin in his study of the Great Patriotic War. 
But because of his interest in norms and logics of behavior, Hass has been less consumed by 
questions of authenticity or by the prospect of uncovering unknown stories and interior processes 
than the scholars described above. Rather, Hass has focused on how extreme duress challenged 
social relations and practices in the war-torn Soviet Union. Hass’ main case study has been the 
Leningrad Blockade, where roughly 800,000 civilians perished, mostly from starvation. He has 
analyzed the survival strategies that Leningraders employed and the degree to which those 
actions adhered to or violated social norms—norms constituted both by Soviet culture and by the 
individual diarist’s class, gender, and social status. Diaries have been critical to Hass’ 
scholarship because they typically record both individuals’ daily actions and how they justified 
those actions. He has approached the diary as a space for decision-making and rationalization 
rather than one for confession or self-perfection. 
Hass has researched various aspects of life in besieged Leningrad, parsing which norms 
and behavioral logics endured and which were altered, depending on the situation and profile of 
the individuals involved. In one study, he found that besieged Leningraders (also known as 
blokadniki or “people of the blockade”) employed a combination of normative and instrumental 
logics when making decisions about how to obtain and allocate food.37 Overall, Leningraders 
were more likely to steal from strangers than from individuals with whom they shared proximity 
 
37 HASS (Jeffrey K.): 2011, “Norms and Survival in the Heat of War: Normative Versus Instrumental Rationalities 
and Survival Tactics in the Blockade of Leningrad,” Sociological Forum, 26, 4, pp. 921-949. Hass is completing a 
book manuscript on blockade diaries entitled Wartime Suffering and Survival: The Human Condition under Siege in 
the Blockade of Leningrad, 1941-1944. It is under contract with Oxford University Press. 
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and sympathy—an example of normative logic prevailing. By contrast, they rationalized stealing 
from organizations where the victims were impersonal or anonymous (instrumentalist logic).38 
However, some decisions, like whether or not to buy or trade for bread on the black market, 
reflected the uneasy coexistence between these logics. This stemmed in part from the Soviet 
regime’s conflicting stances on the market. On the one hand, Soviet leaders repeatedly 
condemned the black market as a capitalist hotbed where speculators sold goods at inflated 
prices and exploited their compatriots. On the other hand, in the prewar and wartime years, the 
regime had begrudgingly allowed some private enterprise to exist as a necessary compensation 
for the shortcomings of centralized state distribution of food and other goods.39 Using diaries, 
Hass analyzed Leningraders’ stated attitudes about the market as well as their decisions to 
engage in commerce there or not. Such decisions varied a great deal by social standing and by 
gender. Members of the intelligentsia, especially men, did not deign to haggle at the market, 
referring to the process of bartering as ideologically reprehensible and socially humiliating 
(normative logic). At the same time, they were quite willing to partake in whatever their family 
members—especially their wives—managed to procure, justifying it by their extreme hunger and 
their belief that the state rationing system was flawed (instrumentalist logic).40 Hass has found 
such competing logics at work in many journals by unpacking how a diarist’s actions and 
rationales were embedded in cultural, social, and field-based expectations.  
Hass’ recent research on gender norms in besieged Leningrad powerfully illuminates 
these social and cultural dynamics in operation. He argued that, in the extreme scarcity of the 
 
38 HASS, “Norms and Survival,” p. 926.  
39 HASS, “Norms and Survival,” p. 929. 
40 HASS (Jeffrey K.): 2009, “Strategies and Stories of War: Habitus, Framing, and Survival Tactics in the Blockade 
of Leningrad,” paper presented at the annual convention of the American Association for the Advancement of Slavic 
Studies in Boston, MA. Cited with the author’s permission.  
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Leningrad Blockade, women’s social status became elevated as traditionally feminine tasks of 
procuring food and caregiving became essential to survival. However, the heightened importance 
of such domestic labor did not alter the patriarchal hierarchy nor transform gender norms in the 
USSR.41 In fact, it strengthened them. Even though many Leningrad women did paid labor 
outside of the home, they identified and were identified even more closely with their roles as 
mothers and wives during the Blockade. “So, we have a paradox,” Hass observed, “contextual 
shocks and shifts in status” on the one hand, and “durable assumptions of fundamental identity 
and position” on the other.42 Hass explained the apparent paradox by contextualizing it within 
specific fields of women’s actions, like the home, and within Soviet gender policies. Soviet 
women had higher legal status and better economic opportunities than their counterparts in other 
combatant countries. They comprised 42% of the labor force by 1935.43 So, when many took on 
heavy labor in traditionally “male” jobs during the war—a key way to earn larger rations and 
feed their families—this was not considered transgressive. At the same time, domestic labor 
remained feminized in the USSR, as did caregiving professions like nursing.44 By the end of 
WWII, the occupation of medical doctor also was considered a feminine profession in the Soviet 
Union. In this way, Soviet women were expected to be workers but also steadfast caregivers and 
mothers. And, once they were confined to besieged Leningrad and its economy of extreme 
scarcity, they felt their caregiving role and its importance even more strongly. Their awareness of 
the children and spouses who depended on them strengthened their impetus to survive.45 In this 
 
41 HASS (Jeffrey K.): 2017, “Anchors, Habitus, and Practices Besieged by War: Women and Gender in the 
Blockade of Leningrad,” Sociological Forum, 32, 2, p. 255. 
42 HASS, “Anchors, Habitus, and Practices,” p. 256. 
43 GOLDMAN (Wendy Z): 2002, Women at the Gates: Gender and Industry in Stalin’s Russia (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press), p. 1.  
44 HASS, “Anchors, Habitus, and Practices,” pp. 255, 261-263. 
45 HASS, “Anchors, Habitus, and Practices,” pp. 258-259. Hass identified these behavioral logics as the 
opportunistic and the defensive logic respectively, and showed how they intertwined.  
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way, the siege strengthened traditional notions of femininity even as women stepped into male 
roles and jobs. 
Hass’ approach to Soviet wartime diaries makes an intriguing contrast to those of 
Budnitskii and Hellbeck. For Hass, diaries are “sources for historical ethnography,” and this 
perspective has led him to pursue different lines of inquiry.46 While Budnitskii and Hellbeck 
have both been concerned with authenticity—Budnitskii arguing that the diary was a more 
genuine mode than the memoir or oral history and Hellbeck emphasizing Soviet perceptions of 
the diary was a window onto the self—Hass has not made authenticity a cornerstone of his 
analysis. He is interested in uncovering behavioral rationales regardless of whether they were 
completely sincere. Moreover, moving beyond the diarists’ own language, which he tends to 
quote less often than Budnitskii or Hellbeck, Hass has brought his own categories of analysis—
like certain behavioral and moral logics—to bear on the journals, arguing that they were 
operational even if the diarists themselves were unaware of the fact. He has regarded the diarist’s 
contextual embeddedness as a data point of equal importance to the diarist’s own words.47 So, 
while Budnitskii and Hellbeck have both grappled with self-censorship as a limitation of Soviet 
diaries, Hass has not regarded it as a stumbling block. For him, the diarists’ descriptions of other 
people’s behaviors have proved just as informative as how they framed their own actions.48  
Ideology also figures differently in these three approaches. Hass has rarely used the term 
in his writings, focusing instead on the broader contexts, frameworks, and habitus in which 
diarists were embedded. While these fields certainly include ideological tenets, Hass’ treatment 
intermingles rather than distinguishes between socialist principles on the one hand and societal 
 
46 HASS, “Anchors, Habitus, and Practices,” p. 262. 
47 HASS “Norms and Survival,” p. 930.  
48 HASS, “Norms and Survival,” p. 930. 
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norms and laws on the other. By contrast, Budnitskii has argued that wartime diaries provide 
explicit evidence of how individuals felt about Marxism-Leninism and Soviet patriotism. A 
sizable number of diarists, he found, had defeatist attitudes about Soviet war prospects, and 
many Red Army men questioned the morality of military orders and practices, including the 
mass campaign of violence and rape perpetrated against German, Austrian, and Hungarian 
civilians.49 Hellbeck’s research has echoed that diaries capture different, dynamic responses to 
Soviet ideology. But instead of treating ideology as a more-or-less stable collection of tenets 
formulated from above, Hellbeck has argued that Soviet ideological beliefs and views were also 
formulated from below and in the process of their articulation. “Ideology may be better 
understood as a ferment working in individuals and producing a great deal of variation as it 
interacts with the subjective life of a particular person,” he explained.50 From this view, Soviet 
diarists were defining and internalizing ideology through the act of expressing it on the pages of 
their journals. Hellbeck characterized ideology as a “living and adaptive force” and Soviet 
diarists as “ideological agents” who interpreted Soviet socialism in their own ways.51   
 
Diaries of Psychological and Intellectual Reckoning 
 My own study of Soviet war diaries has been inspired by the methods and insights of all 
three scholars. Like Budnitskii and Hass, I have studied diaries to glean how WWII radically 
altered the everyday lives and expressed attitudes of Soviet citizens. I share Budnitskii’s interest 
in capturing a range of stated views and beliefs; and, like Hass, I examine how diarists made 
difficult moral and practical decisions in their fight for survival. I also owe a great intellectual 
 
49 BUDNITSKII, “The Intelligentsia meets the Enemy,” pp. 661-665. 
50 HELLBECK, Revolution on my Mind, p. 12.  
51 HELLBECK, Revolution on my Mind, p. 13.  
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debt to Hellbeck. Like Hellbeck, I approach the diary as a process-oriented genre, one that 
documents transformations in thinking and in self-conceptualization, rather than as a snapshot of 
individual experience. I applaud Hellbeck’s close attention to the structural and literary choices 
that diarists made when endeavoring to supply their experiences with meaning and render them 
in narrative form.  
 At the same time, my approach is distinct from those of my colleagues. Like Hass, I have 
studied the diaries of civilians trapped inside of blockaded Leningrad, where the encircled 
community endured not only extreme starvation but also prolonged isolation and profound 
disorientation. Leningrad was cut off from the rest of the USSR and from regular, reliable 
sources of information for 872 days. The blockade assaulted Leningraders, body and mind, as 
well as created critical distance between them and the regime. In light of this, I envision the 
Blockade as an intellectual crisis, one that not only upset norms and destabilized attitudes but 
that assailed broader conceptual categories fundamental to human understanding. These 
categories include notions of space and time as well as binaries like self and other, male and 
female, young and old, alive and dead, human and inhuman, ordinary and extraordinary. Such 
categories help anchor individuals spatially, socially, and ontologically. When these signposts 
became unstable or indecipherable, the blokadniki became profoundly disoriented—in space, in 
time, and within their own bodies. Diarists like Aleksandra Borovikova, Leonid Gal’ko, Elena 
Kochina, Elena Mukhina, and Aleksandr Buianov were even unable to recognize themselves in 
the mirror. When Buianov caught site of his emaciated reflection, he wrote that he collapsed into 
“a fit of madness.”53 As Leningraders, their days were occupied with working, procuring food, 
and defending their city. But as diarists, they concentrated more on breaking through such 
 
53 PERI (Alexis), The War Within, p. 38. 
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elliptical patterns of thought than on breaking the ring of German and Finnish troops around the 
city. My research examines the various conceptual and narratival strategies the diarists employed 
as they came to intellectual grips with their predicament.  
 In addition to drawing on fellow Soviet historians’ studies of the Blockade,54 I have 
incorporated research from the fields of trauma studies and siegecraft into my conceptualization 
of the Blockade. In particular, I have drawn on studies by Elaine Scarry, Colin Murray Parkes, 
and others who have investigated how pain—including the anguish of starvation—can un-make 
the “assumptive worlds” of its victims.55 Diary writing provided one tool for reconstruction, for 
finding some semblance of meaning and clarity in suffering. Moreover, military experts have 
suggested why sieges can inflict such an internal, intellectual assault. A siege is a protracted 
offensive aimed at breaking the will of the encircled society by any means available.56  When 
troops lay siege to a city, they effectively force the community inside to adapt politically, 
 
54 I owe an intellectual debt to existing scholarship on the blockade, much of which does not focus on diaries. These 
works include: GLANTZ (David M.): 2001, Siege of Leningrad, 1941-1944: 900 Days of Terror (London: Brown 
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Review, 59, pp. 96-113; BIDLACK (Richard): 1991, “Workers at War: Factory Workers and Labor Policy in the 
Siege of Leningrad,” The Carl Beck Papers in Russian and East European Studies (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh); BIDLACK (Richard): 2000, “Survival Strategies in Leningrad” in THURSTON (Robert W.) and 
BONWETSCH (Bernd) eds.: 2000, The People’s War: Responses to World War II in the Soviet Union (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press), pp. 84-107;  IAROV (S. V.), 2011: Blokadnaia etika. Predstavleniia o morali v 
Leningrade v 1941-1942 (St. Petersburg: Nestor-Istoriia). 
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Routledge); DAS (Veena) and KLEINMAN (Arthur) et al.: 2000, Violence and Subjectivity (Berkeley: University of 
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Suffering, and Recovery (Berkeley: University of California Press). 
56 BELL (J. Bowyer): 1996, Besieged: Seven Cities under Siege (New York: Chilton Books), pp. 123, 161, 282-7; 
CARLTON (Charles): 1999, “Sieges during the British Civil War” in Situazioni d’Assedio/ Cities under Siege: 
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socially, and culturally—to reconfigure its very way of life—in order to survive.  The besieged 
community, therefore, must interrogate prewar customs, assumptions, and attitudes in light of the 
exigencies of war. Rocco Coronato has likened a siege to a “hermeneutic interlude,” a “freezing 
pause wherein the besieger and the besieged [a]re made to reflect upon themselves.”57  During 
this prolonged encounter, questions about identity, society, politics, and morality inevitably 
come to the fore. I chart this process of profound intellectual tumult in siege diaries, where 
individual blokadniki reckoned with universal questions about humanity and morality as well as 
with specific issues pertaining to Soviet socialism. These include: the New Soviet Person ideal, 
socialist rationing policies, and Marxist-Leninist theories of history. Thus, for me as for 
Budnitskii and Hellbeck, Soviet ideology—in its personalized and variegated forms—has been 
central to my analysis. 
 Some of the diarists I studied demonstrated an impulse to monitor themselves in a 
manner similar to the diarists analyzed by Jochen Hellbeck. However, Leningraders’ diary 
practices quickly became reoriented around a different goal: survival. Fighting for their lives, 
they seemed less intent on perfecting themselves than on maintaining some semblance of self 
amid the annihilation of war. For instance, sixteen-year-old student Elena Mukhina and fifty-
five-year-old writer Olga Matiushina were so alienated from their prewar selves that they took to 
writing their diaries in the third person.58 The self they constructed on the page tended to be 
unstable, fragmented, and often unknown, even to them. In fact, the architect Esfir’ Levina wrote 
wistfully of a time when the blokadnik would recover from starvation and “finds pieces of his ‘I:’ 
his sex, age, honor, morality, attachments, and habits” and thus “he reassembles himself.”59 Such 
 
57 CORONATO (Rocco): 1999, “King John and the Siege as Hermeneutics,” in Situazioni d’Assedio, pp. 427-433, 
353-357. Also see: WATSON (Bruce Allen) Watson: 1993, Sieges: A Comparative Study (London: Praeger), xi.  
58 PERI (Alexis), The War Within, pp. 67-88. 
59 PERI (Alexis), The War Within, p. 67. 
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statements suggest that there was not a particular or particularly unified notion of Soviet 
subjectivity in the siege diaries. Soviet citizens conceptualized themselves in a variety of ways, 
which were as contingent upon their particular historical moment as upon Soviet ideology.  
 Just as there was no one way to conceptualize the self, there was no singular or unified 
understanding of diary writing and how to practice it in the Soviet Union. During the Blockade, 
individuals kept diaries for a host of reasons—as a coping mechanism, as a way to document 
history for posterity, as ethnographic field notes on a society in transition, and so on. Often their 
proclaimed purpose for journaling shifted over time. Despite the prescriptions for diary writing 
that Budnitskii and Hellbeck uncovered, my sense is there was not widespread agreement on 
how Soviet citizens should practice it. One illustration of this comes from Leningrad’s local 
party authorities. Just two months into the siege, they launched a campaign encouraging 
Leningraders to keep diaries and so document the Blockade for future generations. However, 
they were unable to agree on specific guidelines about how the diaries should be kept—should 
they be authored individually or collectively? Must entries be written every day or only when 
something noteworthy happened? Should they focus on events or on experiences?61 Isakov, a 
delegate for the Kirov district soviet, argued that the diaries should highlight news from the front 
But others, including that district’s party secretary V.S. Efremov, countered that diarists should 
focus on personal matters so long as they were “socially useful.”62 There was even less 
agreement as to what that designation meant. And if they were to be socially useful, should they 
still be personal in nature? One member of the district soviet suggested that local authorities 
check Leningraders’ diaries regularly for accuracy, societal relevance, and political morale. But 
 
61 Tsentral’nyi Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Istorio-politicheskikh Dokumentov, Sankt-Peterburga (TsGAIPD), f. 4000, 
op. 10, d. 776, ll. 1-18. 
62 TsGAIPD, f. 4000, op. 10, d. 776, ll.7, 18. 
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Secretary Efremov disagreed, maintaining that some level of personal privacy was necessary for 
sincerity: “if Comrade Vasil’eva is going to look at my diary every day, maybe 
I will not write everything in it,” he remarked.63 In the end, the committee did not provide 
diarists with any formal instructions, and the corpus of journals they collected showcase a wide 
array of approaches.  
 On the question of authenticity, my view is that the diaries cannot be considered direct 
points of entry into Leningraders’ inner thoughts or self-concepts. They are articulations of 
experience mediated by the processes of writing—and there is always a gap between lived and 
written experience—and by self-censorship. Some diarists crossed out sections of their accounts, 
used pseudonyms, or admitted to keeping secrets from their journals. But even if diaries do not 
provide direct avenues into thought or feeling, they do construct them narratively.  In this 
capacity, they are extremely useful in the study of how Leningraders literally came to terms with 
the blockade experience—that is, how they found the means to convey it. Thus, I have tried to 
center my analysis more on writing than experiencing and on revising rather than rethinking.64 
Most diarists reread their journals regularly, and every entry provided an opportunity for them to 
reformulate ideas and rework the past.65  All of these iterations—however much they may 
conflict—have equal claims to authenticity. I do not assume a later entry supersedes an earlier 
one nor that an original iteration of an idea was the genuine article.66 This lack of narrative 
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permanency and consistency is a core feature—I suspect—of all diaries and especially those 
crafted in wartime. Literary scholars more than historians have been at the forefront of analyzing 
these processes of revising and reworking, studying how well-known Soviet writers prepared 
their diaries for publication and later edited them further in accordance with the shift political 
climate.67 Unfortunately, this fascinating body of research lies beyond the scope of this short 
essay. 
 In light of this inconstancy, I have seen fewer consistent, identifiable logics of behavior 
in Leningrad diaries than Jeffrey Hass has. On the theme of gender, for instance, I agree with 
Hass that women and men behaved in ways consistent with their gendered roles, but my interest 
has been more on the diarists’ statements that masculinities and femininities were radically 
transforming. Blokadniki often declared that starvation had erased decipherable differences 
between male and female. Commenting one passerby, poet Vera Inber wrote in her diary:  “The 
shape of the human form was clear enough, but you could not tell whether it was of a man or a 
woman. It had become merely a body belonging to earth.”  “Everybody looks the same,” chemist 
Elena Kochina affirmed. “Leningraders have lost their sex and age.”68 Esfir’ Levina and Natal’ia 
Uskova were among those diarists who documented women in male jobs and men in women’s 
clothing as signs that gender norms were in flux. Uskova described one work brigade cleaning 
debris from the city as “funny and scary at the same time. Some sort of formless scarecrows. 
Neither gender nor age can be determined. People are wearing all sorts of things; all that matters 
is that they are warm. I am in Volodia’s [her husband’s] winter coat, which reaches my heels, 
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belted up, like a coachman, I have a hat on my head, and over it a black scarf [pulled] down to 
my brows, like a nun. Other ‘snow maidens’ are no better than I And we all look alike, like 
ghosts.”69 Ol’ga Freidenberg and Lidiia Ginzburg even opted to write about themselves using 
neutral or alternative pronouns, another indication that notions of masculine and feminine were 
shifting.70 Hass’ findings and mine are not incompatible; we simply have attended to different 
aspects of experience recorded in the diaries. I agree with Hass’ assessment that men and women 
patterned their lives differently under siege, but I also think it is critical to note that, while 
scholars can decipher clear gender differences, these distinctions often were not apparent to the 
blokadniki themselves. And such ambivalence led them to think anew about masculinities, 
femininities, and the evolution of these concepts during wartime.    
*** 
 Studies of Soviet diaries from the Great Patriotic War have revolved around a common 
set of questions and concerns—about specifically Soviet notions of diary writing, about life-
writing at a time when everyday life was radically upended, about ideology and whether belief 
can be ascertained from a journal, about authenticity and accuracy, and about self-censorship.  
Although many scholars have incorporated diaries into their studies of the Great Patriotic War, I 
have found Budnitskii’s, Hellbeck’s, and Hass’ approaches to this genre to be among the most 
systematic, innovative, and distinct. Taken together, Budnitskii’s, Hellbeck’s, and Hass’ research 
demonstrate a range of ways that diary writing was practiced in the years around WWII. 
Budnitskii found that soldiers were encouraged to record military events and capture the 
collective experience of their unit, not document petty details or self-reflections. Hellbeck 
demonstrated how the diary provided a laboratory for aspiring revolutionaries to perfect 
 
69
 PERI (Alexis), The War Within, p. 43.  
70
 PERI (Alexis), The War Within, p. 44. 
 27 
themselves and become one with the collective. If Soviet diaries were evidence of pure 
proletarian consciousness, then the diaries of enemy combatants were understood to be evidence 
of their inherent lack of moral conscience. Hass has discovered that diaries contain a wealth of 
information about behavioral logics and norms as well as how individuals made and rationalized 
life-and-death decisions. 
 All three approaches have been deeply influential in my own research. And all three 
illustrate beautifully how the individual voices of diarists can humanize and personalize the 
colossal conflict between the USSR and Germany. These voices also greatly complicate the more 
coherent and triumphant myth of the Great Patriotic War. This master-narrative of good versus 
evil and of unwavering Soviet solidarity and patriotism has been remarkably durable throughout 
the Soviet and post-Soviet eras, and its dominance is one reason why the diaries and testimonies 
collected from the war years—which give a darker and more varied picture—were shelved and 
forgotten for so long. Thanks to scholars like Budnitskii, Hellbeck, and Hass, these journals have 
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Abstract: To make sense of the unprecedented destruction wrought by World War II, Soviet 
historians have increasingly turned to diaries for insight into how this conflict was experienced 
and understood by individual citizens. This essay explores recent historiographical approaches to 
Soviet wartime diaries by examining the groundbreaking and diverse methods of Oleg 
Budnitskii, Jochen Hellbeck, and Jeffrey K. Hass, as well as discussing my own research. Using 
soldiers’ diaries, Budnitskii has illuminated lesser known and taboo aspects of frontline service, 
complicating both the celebrated myth of the Great Patriotic War and the assumption that Soviet 
people did not think outside of the categories of Soviet ideology in the process. Hellbeck has 
investigated Stalin-era practices of diary writing as a tool for perfecting oneself, purging it of 
bourgeois individualism, and aligning it with collective. Based on this, he has argued that 
Soviets’ had a unique self-concept (or subjectivity), which was distinct from the liberal, western 
tradition. Donning a historical-sociological approach, Hass has studied diaries from the 
Leningrad Blockade to discern how extreme starvation put pressure on various norms and 
behavioral logics at work in the besieged community. Drawing inspiration from all of these 
researchers, my study—also of wartime Leningrad—attends to the cognitive and narratival 
strategies that Leningraders employed to come to intellectual grips with the siege. I treat the 
diary as a sense-making text rather than as a laboratory of self.  
 
Keywords: Soviet Union, World War II, diary, historiography, subjectivity, authenticity, social 
norms, Soviet ideology 
